Introduction
============

The integration of HIV-1 DNA into the host genome of long-lived CD4^+^ T cells establishes a latent infection that is not eliminated by antiretroviral therapy (ART). The administration of latency-reversing agents (LRAs) like histone deacetylase inhibitors (HDACis) alone or in combination with immunotherapy may facilitate the clearance of replication-competent HIV-1. The goal is, through induction of HIV-1 transcription, cell surface expression of viral proteins, viral antigen presentation, and ultimately viremia, to facilitate immune or virus-mediated killing of latently infected cells. Several clinical studies have shown that HDACis are generally safe, well tolerated, and capable of enhancing HIV-1 transcription measured as increases in cell-associated RNA \[[@R1]--[@R4]\]. Sequencing of HIV-1 DNA and cell-associated RNA from individuals treated with the HDACis panobinostat \[[@R5]\] and vorinostat \[[@R2]\] demonstrated that both drugs induced broad reactivation of latent viruses \[[@R6]\]. Interestingly, the study by Barton *et al.* showed that 29--45% of cell-associated HIV-1 RNA detected following HDACi administration are defective in the env region, suggesting that reactivated latent proviruses may not contribute to the replication-competent HIV-1 reservoir. Characterization of plasma viruses from these studies could further inform the development of LRAs since reactivation of cells infected with replication-competent virus is a prerequisite for the success of 'shock and kill' strategies. However, due to limited sample material from the panobinostat trial and lack of plasma viremia in the vorinostat trials, it has not been possible to characterize the nature of plasma HIV-1 RNA species being released during HDACi treatment.

To investigate the origin and nature of LRA-induced plasma HIV-1 RNA, we turned our attention to the potent HDACi, romidepsin. In a recent trial, romidepsin was administered once weekly for 3 consecutive weeks to individuals on suppressive ART, leading to quantifiable increases of cell-associated HIV-1 RNA in all six participants and quantifiable increases of plasma HIV-1 RNA in five of six individuals \[[@R7]\]. Careful characterization of HIV-specific T-cell responses -- which remained unaffected through the romidepsin dosing period -- allowed us to conclude that the effect of romidepsin on plasma viremia was due to direct drug effect on HIV transcription and not due to loss of immune control by cytotoxic T lymphocytes \[[@R7]\]. In the present study, we compared HIV-1 DNA and cell-associated RNA sequences from peripheral blood CD4^+^ T cells to HIV-1 RNA sequences obtained from the plasma during romidepsin treatment.

Materials and methods
=====================

Study design
------------

The study is a follow-on study to the REDUC Part A clinical trial. In this trial, six HIV-1-infected individuals on long-term suppressive ART received romidepsin administered intravenously once weekly for three consecutive weeks while maintaining ART. Detailed clinical trial design and patient characteristics have been published previously \[[@R7]\].

Participants and samples
------------------------

From all six study participants, we analysed DNA and cell-associated HIV-1 RNA from CD4^+^ T cells from baseline, two to three time points during romidepsin therapy and a follow-up visit. Baseline samples were obtained immediately prior to the first romidepsin infusion. CD4^+^ T-cell samples obtained during romidepsin administration were designated time point 1, 2 and 3. For participants 1, 2, 3, 5 and 6, time point 1 was obtained 4 h after the second romidepsin infusion. For participant 7, time point 1 was obtained 4 h after the third romidepsin infusion. For all participants, time point 2 was obtained 7 days after the third romidepsin infusion. Participant 5 had an additional time point during romidepsin treatment, which was obtained 4 h after the third romidepsin infusion and was designated time point 3. Follow-up samples were obtained 10 weeks after the third romidepsin infusion. From three study participants, we obtained plasma from two to three time points during romidepsin therapy with quantifiable viral loads (participants 1, 2 and 7). Plasma samples obtained following the first, second and third romidepsin infusion were designated time points 1, 2 and 3, respectively. Plasma sample days are listed in Supplemental Digital Content 7. The plasma sample time points were chosen individually for each participant to prioritize samples with high viral loads to ensure high numbers of sequences. From two study participants, we also obtained sample material prior to initiation of ART. From participant 1, we analysed peripheral blood mononuclear cells (PBMCs) obtained 1 year prior to ART initiation. From participant 7, we analysed PBMCs and plasma obtained 4 months prior to ART initiation.

Ethics statement
----------------

The study was approved by the Danish Health and Medical Authorities, and also the Danish Data Protection Agency. Ethics committee approval was obtained in accordance with the principles of the Helsinki Declaration. Each patient provided written informed consent prior to any study procedures. The trial is registered at [http://clinicaltrials.gov](http://clinicaltrials.gov/) (NTC02092116). Pre-ART samples were obtained under protocol no. M 2007-0135 approved by Central Region of Denmark Committee on Health Research Ethics.

Single copy assay
-----------------

The single copy assay (SCA) was performed on 1--2 ml of plasma to quantify HIV-1 RNA levels and rule out plasma contamination by cellular debris. This method has been described in detail previously \[[@R8]\].

Nucleic acid extraction and cDNA synthesis
------------------------------------------

Plasma was obtained following centrifugation of blood EDTA collection tubes, and PBMCs were separated by gradient centrifugation. CD4^+^ T cells were isolated from PBMCs using a CD4^+^ T-cell isolation kit and magnetic-activated cell sorting (MACS) columns (Miltenyi Biotec, Teterow, Germany; purity \>95%). One million CD4^+^ T cells were lysed, and the lysates were stored at −80°C until the RNA and DNA were extracted using the QIAgen AllPrep DNA/RNA Mini Kit. RNA columns were treated twice with QIAgen RNase-Free DNase. Plasma HIV-1 RNA for sequencing was extracted from 2 to 6 ml of plasma by ultracentrifugation and a guanidinium-based method, including a prespin to sediment potential cell remnants \[[@R8]\]. From cell-associated HIV-1 RNA and plasma HIV-1 RNA, we generated cDNA using the Superscript III (Thermo Fisher Scientific, Australia, Cat. no. 18080044) cDNA synthesis kit and a gene-specific primer for env/p24-RT according to the manufacturer\'s instructions. See Supplemental Digital Content 1 for primers and PCR conditions.

Single-genome/proviral sequencing
---------------------------------

We performed single-genome/proviral sequencing of HIV-1 env (V1--V3) as previously described for all six participants \[[@R6],[@R9]\]. For participants 5, 6, and 7, we also sequenced a 2.1-kb region from p24 to reverse transcriptase \[[@R10]\]. See Supplemental Digital Content 1 for primers and PCR conditions. Single HIV-1 molecules were sequenced using Sanger sequencing (Australian Genome Research Facility, Sydney, Australia).

Phylogenetic analysis
---------------------

Contigs were generated from the raw sequencing data using an in-house computer program written in Perl scripting language (available upon request). Vigorous automated and manual quality-control parameters were used to eliminate low-quality sequences prior to and following the generation of the contigs. Multiple alignment files were created for each participant using MUSCLE \[[@R11]\]. Defective viruses were characterized using the Los Alamos HIV-1 Database Hypermut tool ([http://www.hiv.lanl.gov](http://www.hiv.lanl.gov/)) to screen for sequences containing G-A hypermutations and by screening the amino acid sequences for premature stop codons. Sequences assigned with a *P* value \<0.05 by the Hypermut tool were defined as hypermutated. Defective viruses were excluded, and the remaining sequences were used to construct maximum likelihood phylogenetic trees using MEGA 6.0 \[[@R12]\]. An appropriate model for nucleotide substitution was determined for each phylogenetic tree using MEGA model finder. The models used to generate the phylogenetic trees in this study included the following: generalized-time reversible model, Tamura three-parameter model, Hasegawa-Kishino-Yano model, and Tamura Nei model incorporating gamma distributed (gamma category 4) and/or invariant sites, when appropriate. Our heuristic tree search strategy used the nearest neighbour interchanges branch swapping algorithm. Branch support was inferred using 1000 bootstrap replicates. Measurements of genetic HIV-1 diversity (average pair-wise distance) of HIV-1 DNA or RNA sequences were calculated after excluding defective sequences using the Ape package version 3.4 in R programming language \[[@R13]\]. Samples with fewer than five sequences were excluded from analyses to reduce bias. Identical and similar sequences were identified using the number of differences model in MEGA 6.0. Sequences with one to two nucleotide differences equating to above 99.7% similarity were included. All intact sequences from the study are available in GenBank (env: KX841174-KX842073 and p24-RT: KX840928-KX841173).

Statistics
----------

Only time points with five or more intact sequences were included in the analysis of average pair-wise distance, and time points with five or more total sequences were included in the hypermutation analysis. Env and p24-RT sequences from all time points during romidepsin treatment were pooled for analysis. To account for the longitudinal nature of the data, the difference in average pair-wise difference between cell-associated RNA and DNA was investigated using a mixed-effects model using function *lme* in package *nlme* in *R*. To investigate the percentage of dead end viruses, a logistic mixed-effects model using function *glmer* in package *lme4* in *R* was fitted. *P* values were calculated using a chi-square likelihood ratio tests, with Wald confidence intervals (CIs) reported. *P* values less than 0.05 were considered significant.

Results
=======

Broad reactivation of quiescent HIV-1 proviruses by romidepsin
--------------------------------------------------------------

Cell-associated HIV-1 RNA and DNA extracted from peripheral CD4^+^ T cells were sequenced immediately prior to, two to three times during, and once following romidepsin administration. A total of 1087 env sequences (187 defective and 900 intact) and 310 p24-RT sequences (64 defective and 246 intact) were analyzed (see Table, Supplemental Digital Content 2. Phylogenetic analysis of the sequences from all six participants formed individual clades with no inter-participant mixing (see figure, Supplemental Digital Content 3. HIV-1 DNA sequences were obtained to establish a baseline level of HIV-1 genetic diversity to which the induced cell-associated HIV-1 RNA sequences could be compared. We quantitated the genetic diversity of cell-associated HIV-1 RNA and DNA sequences for each participant by calculating the average pair-wise distance (Fig. [1](#F1){ref-type="fig"} and figure, Supplemental Digital Content 4a and b. Phylogenetic trees were constructed for all participants. We found that cell-associated HIV-1 RNA sequences were distributed throughout the tree and intermingled with their corresponding HIV-1 DNA sequences (Figs. [2](#F2){ref-type="fig"} and [3](#F3){ref-type="fig"}, and figures, Supplemental Digital Content 5 and 6. We found no significant difference in average pair-wise distance within each participant between the HIV-1 DNA and cell-associated RNA sequences collected at baseline, on romidepsin, and at follow-up (percentage difference DNA to cell-associated RNA 0.02, 95% CI −0.54 to 0.49, *P* = 0.96, mixed-effects model). Furthermore, although DNA showed increased genetic diversity to cell-associated RNA during romidepsin administration, this difference was below any meaningful amount (percentage difference on romidepsin DNA to cell-associated RNA 0.24%, 95% CI −0.04% to 0.53%, *P* = 0.04, mixed-effects model). Less than five HIV-1 DNA sequences were obtained from participant 3 during romidepsin treatment, and this data point was excluded from analysis. The inclusion of this data point changes the *P* value for average pair-wise difference on romidepsin treatment between DNA and cell-associated RNA from 0.04 to 0.75.

![Romidepsin non-selectively activates transcription from latent HIV-1 proviruses.](aids-31-771-g001){#F1}

![Proviruses in peripheral CD4^+^ T cells contribute to romidepsin-induced viremia.](aids-31-771-g002){#F2}

![Romidepsin-induced viremia contains identical viral sequences.](aids-31-771-g003){#F3}

The similarity in the genetic diversity of cell-associated HIV-1 RNA and DNA during romidepsin therapy indicates that romidepsin non-selectively induced transcription from proviruses in HIV-1-infected individuals on long-term suppressive therapy.

Viremic plasma samples do not contain HIV-1 DNA
-----------------------------------------------

To quantify romidepsin-induced plasma viremia, we used the SCA on multiple samples (two to three time points) from participants 1, 2, and 7 who experienced elevated plasma viremia at least twice after romidepsin infusion. As shown in table (Supplemental Digital Content 7, HIV-1 RNA values ranged from 3 to 70 copies/ml. We added replication competent avian sarcoma--leukosis retroviral vector RCAS BP(A) (RCAS) to each plasma sample as an internal control and confirmed that their values were in the assay dynamic range. To rule out the presence of HIV-1 DNA from lysed cells in the plasma, one reaction mixture for each sample was processed and amplified without the addition of reverse transcriptase. All the non-reverse transcriptase controls were negative, demonstrating that none of the plasma samples contained HIV-1 DNA and confirming that the source of the detected romidepsin-induced viremia was HIV-1 RNA.

Romidepsin-induced plasma HIV-1 RNA contains identical viral sequences
----------------------------------------------------------------------

We obtained plasma HIV-1 RNA sequences from the three participants with the highest viral loads during romidepsin therapy (participants 1, 2 and 7). For participant 1, we obtained 55 plasma HIV-1 RNA sequences from three time points during romidepsin therapy. Of these, 39 sequences grouped into three clusters of sequences that were identical or above 99.7% similar. Two of these clusters contained identical sequences from several time points. Considering all participants had undetectable viral loads between romidepsin infusions \[[@R7]\], this indicates that identical proviruses can contribute to viremia following subsequent doses of romidepsin. The remaining 16 sequences were unique and intermingled throughout the phylogenetic tree. This indicates that romidepsin therapy resulted in broad induction of viremia from genetically diverse proviruses, and also activation of multiple proviruses with a highly similar genetic background (Fig. [2](#F2){ref-type="fig"}a).

For participant 2, we obtained five plasma HIV-1 RNA sequences from two time points during romidepsin therapy. Four of these sequences fell into two groups of identical/highly similar sequences. Despite a relatively lower level of romidepsin-induced viremia, the pattern was similar to that observed in participant 1 (Fig. [2](#F2){ref-type="fig"}b).

All of the 42 env plasma-derived HIV-1 RNA sequences from the two time points obtained from participant 7 were above 99.7%, similar to each other, and no corresponding expansions of DNA were detected, indicating that either a few cells produced a large number of virions or that there was activation of multiple proviruses with a highly similar genetic background (Fig. [3](#F3){ref-type="fig"}). Similar to what was observed for participant 1, this cluster contained sequences from several time points, demonstrating that identical proviruses can contribute to viremia following subsequent doses of romidepsin. For participant 7, we also obtained five p24-RT plasma HIV-1 RNA sequences that were above 99.7%, similar to each other (Supplemental Digital Content 6C, which supports the finding from the env region, indicating that the env and p24-RT sequences likely represent the same single cluster of identical plasma HIV-1 RNA sequences.

Proviruses in CD4^+^ T cells from peripheral blood contribute to viremia
------------------------------------------------------------------------

In all three participants from whom we obtained plasma samples during romidepsin therapy, we identified plasma HIV-1 RNA sequences that were identical to DNA sequences from peripheral blood CD4^+^ T cells. Participant 1 had one plasma HIV-1 RNA sequence that was identical to both a HIV-1 DNA and a cell-associated RNA sequence. An additional 15 plasma HIV-1 RNA sequences from this participant were above 99.7%, similar to HIV-1 DNA and cell-associated RNA sequences. Of these 15 plasma HIV-1 RNA sequences, 5 sequences were unique and the remaining 10 sequences belonged to two clusters of two and eight identical sequences each (Fig. [2](#F2){ref-type="fig"}a). In participant 2, one plasma HIV-1 RNA sequence was identical and another was highly similar (\>99.7%) to an HIV-1 DNA sequence (Fig. [2](#F2){ref-type="fig"}b). Participant 7 had two p24-RT plasma HIV-1 RNA sequences that were identical to two HIV-1 DNA sequences (see figure, Supplemental Digital Content 6c. An additional two p24-RT plasma RNA sequences contained only a single-nucleotide mismatch (\>99.7% similar) relative to the same two DNA sequences. These results strongly indicate that proviruses from the peripheral blood contributed to the plasma viremia. We did not detect any romidepsin-induced env plasma RNA sequences that were identical to pre-ART env plasma RNA (Fig. [3](#F3){ref-type="fig"}).

Romidepsin-induced plasma HIV-1 RNA contains few defective viruses
------------------------------------------------------------------

Defective viruses are defined as sequences containing hypermutation and/or stop codons in the region that is sequenced rendering them replication incompetent. At every time point during romidepsin administration we found a significantly higher number of defective env/p24-RT sequences in cell-associated HIV-1 RNA compared to DNA \[Fig. [4](#F4){ref-type="fig"}, DNA to cell-associated RNA \[odds ratio (OR) 2.95, 95% CI 1.71--5.07, *P* \< 0.001, mixed-effects model\]. We observed no differences in proportions of defective sequences between baseline, during romidepsin administration, and follow-up (DNA *P* = 0.29, cell-associated RNA 0.91, mixed-effects model), indicating that treatment with romidepsin does not selectively activate transcription from hypermutated or non-hypermutated sequences, but rather uniformly increases transcription from all proviruses (see figures, Supplemental Digital Content 4c and d). In a subset of participants, we sequenced HIV-1 DNA and cell-associated RNA from cells collected prior to the initiation of ART. In contrast to the high level of defective cell-associated HIV-1 RNA sequences during ART, there were far fewer defective sequences in these pre-ART peripheral blood cell samples, and the frequencies of defective sequences were similar between cell-associated HIV-1 RNA and DNA (Supplemental Digital Content 4C, mean 4.0% in pre-ART DNA and 4.5% in pre-ART cell-associated RNA). This difference in the proportion of defective sequences likely reflects the predominance of replication-competent viruses prior to ART and a clearance of these intact viruses after the initiation of ART, whereas defective viruses persist as they might not trigger immune or virus-mediated cell lysis. Notably, the plasma HIV-1 RNA sequences obtained from three participants during romidepsin therapy revealed significantly fewer defective viral sequences at all time points compared to cell-associated HIV-1 RNA and DNA (Fig. [4](#F4){ref-type="fig"}, plasma RNA to cell-associated RNA, OR 20.85, 95% CI 4.64--93.72, *P* \< 0.001; plasma RNA to DNA, OR 7.07, 95% CI 1.56--32.06, *P* = 0.011, mixed-effects model). This indicates that plasma sequences are much more likely to originate from infection-competent proviruses than cell-associated HIV-1 RNA sequences.
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Discussion
==========

This is the first study to sequence plasma HIV-1 RNA induced during HDACi treatment *in vivo*. Herein, we show that proviruses contributing to romidepsin-induced viremia can be identified in CD4^+^ T cells obtained from the periphery. Furthermore, we report activation of transcription from an extensive range of proviruses by romidepsin; however, clusters of identical viral sequences containing low amounts of deleterious mutations were isolated from the plasma during romidepsin therapy.

The intermingling of plasma-derived HIV-1 RNA sequences with intracellular HIV-1 RNA and DNA sequences indicates activation of proviral expression from multiple infected cells. In two participants, however, the finding of clusters of identical plasma HIV-1 RNA sequences indicates that a specific subset of transcriptionally activated proviruses contributed to the majority of viremia. The phylogenetic pattern showing clusters of identical plasma HIV-1 sequences in participants 1 and 7 resembles rebound virus after ART cessation \[[@R6],[@R14],[@R15]\]. These expansions most likely represent activation of multiple proviruses with a highly similar genetic background rather than high numbers of virions arising from a few cells \[[@R16]\]. Of note, several of the clusters of identical viral sequences from participants 1 and 7 contained sequences from more than one time point, indicating that identical proviruses can contribute to viremia following subsequent doses of romidepsin. Furthermore, the clusters of identical plasma HIV-1 RNA sequences did not match any expansions of intracellular HIV-1 DNA sequences from peripheral blood CD4^+^ T cells, which could be due to induction of genetically similar proviruses from cells located in other anatomical sites. This corresponds with the observation that many romidepsin-induced plasma HIV-1 RNA sequences did not match proviral sequences from the peripheral blood, similar to what has been shown for sequences of low-level viremia on suppressive ART \[[@R17]\]. However, it should be stressed that this could also be attributed to the number of peripheral blood cells included in our analyses. Notably, we did not find any similarities between HIV-1 DNA, cell-associated RNA or pre-ART plasma HIV-1 RNA sequences and romidepsin-induced plasma HIV-1 RNA sequences, suggesting that either the HDACi-inducible reservoir was not present at the pre-ART sample time point or conversely that activation by romidepsin was required to induce the production of virions from these latent proviruses.

Similar to findings following induction by vorinostat and panobinostat *in vivo,* the intracellular RNA transcripts observed following romidepsin administration were genetically diverse \[[@R6]\]. These findings indicate that romidepsin induced transcription from a broad range of proviruses, as the majority of HIV-infected cells contain one HIV-1 DNA molecule \[[@R18]\]. However, in contrast to the genetically diverse cell-associated HIV-1 RNA sequenced during romidepsin therapy, plasma HIV-1 RNA sequences during romidepsin therapy were less genetically diverse and contained clusters of identical viruses, indicating that only a proportion of the reactivated proviruses were capable of producing virions. It is possible that more potent latency reversal, either with increased dosing of romidepsin or a combination of LRAs, could result in the release of more genetically diverse virions from several different latent reservoirs, but it is also likely that the diversity of plasma virus demonstrated here is representative of the replication-competent, inducible reservoir.

Intriguingly, we observed a high percentage of defective virus in the cell-associated HIV-1 RNA compared to the DNA sequences, whereas the percentage of defective virus pre-ART and in the romidepsin-induced plasma HIV-1 RNA was much lower. This indicates that cells containing defective transcripts are not cleared during ART possibly because they seemingly cannot translate into functional virus proteins. The low amounts of defective romidepsin-induced sequences in plasma together with the clusters of identical plasma viruses indicate a selection against incorporation of mutated RNA into virions and further suggest that the virions detected are replication competent. It should be noted, however, that we sequenced p24-RT and env of HIV-1, and, thus, are not able to fully determine the replication-competency of the virions released into the plasma.

In summary, this study shows that romidepsin caused a broad activation of proviruses *in vivo*. HIV-infected cells in the blood are important reservoirs of HIV-1 during effective therapy and harbour proviruses capable of contributing to viremia during romidepsin therapy. Importantly, the viremia induced by romidepsin contained very low amounts of deleterious mutations. The low genetic diversity of viral RNA isolated from viremic plasma samples during romidepsin therapy suggests that a specific subset of cells containing HIV-1 proviruses contribute to this viremia. Additional trials with more potent LRAs, potentially in combination, are warranted to further assess the potential to induce HIV-1 RNA transcription and virion production from a greater number of cells containing replication-competent virus.
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